Anti-MAM antibodies in rheumatic disease: evidence for a MAM-like superantigen in rheumatoid arthritis?
Superantigens (SAg) are potent immunomodulatory microbial proteins that can activate T cells, B cells, natural killer cells, and monocytes and are known to trigger experimental autoimmune disease. We investigated whether sera from patients with rheumatic diseases contained elevated antibodies to Mycoplasma arthritidis mitogen (MAM) or staphylococcal enterotoxins A and B (SEA and SEB). Standard ELISA were used to measure IgG responses to SAg and IgM and IgG rheumatoid factors and total IgM and IgG levels. Modifications of standard lymphocyte proliferation assays were used to determine functional consequences of the observed antibodies. Antibodies to MAM were elevated in sera from patients with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) compared to sera from patients with systemic lupus erythematosus, ankylosing spondylitis, psoriatic arthritis, Reiter's syndrome, or healthy controls. Responses to other SAg were also elevated in rheumatic disease sera, but the levels were not specific for a given rheumatic disease. Anti-superantigen antibody levels did not correlate with the presence of rheumatoid factor. The selected elevation of antibodies to MAM in RA sera suggests that MAM or a MAM-like molecule might be associated with RA, whereas elevation of antibodies to SEA and SEB in sera from patients with rheumatic diseases was less specific.